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What do we do when we find that we don't like what God does? 

What do we do when we discover that God is not like us? 

 

We have come to the least familiar part of the story of Jonah.  Everyone knows about the fish.  Lots 

of people know about Jonah running away.  Quite a few know that in the end he did as he was told.  

But now we come to the strange part: the real reason that Jonah ran away in the first place.  It wasn't 

so much that Jonah was afraid of the Ninevites - though he may have been.  It was that he was 

afraid of what God would do - or would not do.  "I knew" he says, "That you are a gracious God 

and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing."  

These phrases occur many times in psalms of praise, but Jonah makes them an accusation. 

How dare God be more forgiving than he was himself?  How dare God love the Ninevites, the 

enemies of Israel, and be seeking, not their destruction but their salvation?  How dare God save 

them and make Jonah look stupid?  He has proclaimed that in 40 days Nineveh will be destroyed, 

but as he looks at the repentant Ninevites, he knows that God will not carry out this threat, and he 

thinks that he will look silly.  So what does Jonah do?  He sulks.  He sits down and is angry and 

asks to die. 

One of the disarming things about Jonah is that he lets out the feelings that most of us would try to 

keep hidden.  One of the reasons that we can identify with him is because we see in his actions what 

often is going on at the back of our minds.  Jonah's concern is narrow.  He is most concerned about 

himself.  How will he look is God doesn't do what he has proclaimed?  But he knows enough about 

God to know that God's concern is wide. 

God makes it quite clear to Jonah that this self-centeredness is his real problem, by the incident of 

the plant.  Jonah camps out outside the city and waits, to see what God will or will not do.  And it is 

hot.  He has made himself a shelter, but it is still hot.  So God causes some kind of plant - what kind 

is unclear to scholars - to grow up and give him a better shade, and he is happy.  But then God takes 

his plant away from him (God "appointed a worm": don't you love it?!) and he is even crosser than 

before.  He says he is angry about the plant, angry on its behalf, but God points out that Jonah has 

had nothing to do with the bush as a plant.  He did not plant it or tend it or cause it to grow.  He has 

not been concerned for the plant in the way a farmer or gardener might evince concern.  Actually he 

did nothing for the plant; the plant did something for him and his anger and concern is for his own 

comfort.  In the same way his anger over the Ninevites has been for his own comfort, his own 

reputation, his own image. 

Jonah's view is narrow.  He wants God to be the God of his own people and only of his own people, 

taking their side and blotting out their enemies.  He reminds me of James and John, the disciples, 

when they asked Jesus for permission to call down fire from heaven upon Samaritan villages which 

did not accept him. 

Unfortunately the world abounds with examples of a narrow-visioned faith - one where you have to 

agree with me to be tolerated, and usually focussing on a peripheral or moral matter, not on the love 



of God shown in Jesus' death and resurrection. The history of our own church is littered with such 

narrowness and the divisions and hurt it causes.  Let's not forget that in Scotland there were both the 

anti-risers and the anti-lifters, falling out on what one did with the cup at communion.  Always 

when there is a division, people begin proof-texting, pitting one statement of Scripture against 

another, or one interpretation of Scripture against another.  The Bible has been made to support 

many ideas that seem incredibly anti-Christian to us, nowadays - from slavery to apartheid.  It is 

well that we remember that, that we take the long view about how texts can be pulled from a 

general Biblical trend or perspective to support ideas which are actually counter to the love of God, 

and the freedom of his family which Jesus brings us.  We seem to be getting into another divisive 

situation in our denomination now, and the usual arguments are surfacing, that this or that party do 

not take a "correct" view of Scripture.  It is always easier to run to a text or two than to spend time 

really thinking and praying and allowing the possibility that God may want you to enlarge your 

thinking. 

What do we do if God seems to be telling us something which does not accord with our own views?  

Here is a common problem faced by ministers and forward thinkers in many churches: how do we 

help our worship to be accessible to those who are not used to coming to church, while not 

alienating those already in the pews?  The reason that it is a problem is because too often too many 

of us equate worship with what we are comfortable with, and forget that Jesus did not command us 

to be comfortable but to reach out to those who have not yet heard.  He did not tell us to make them 

conform to our patterns, and indeed St. Paul suggests that we need to be able to be all things to all 

people so that by all means we might win some of them.  Perhaps we have run away from that idea, 

rather than letting it challenge us. 

So what do you do?  How do you act when God gives you a challenge, when you realise that God is 

breaking out of the narrow box that you have made for him, that he is interested in people other than 

yourself and those like you, when you realise that doing what he asks you might leave you looking 

or feeling foolish?  How do you behave when your preconceptions are challenged? 

It has happened to me.  When I first thought that God was calling me to preach, I was utterly 

convinced that I must be mistaken (though why if I was so mistaken I should have thought I might 

be called in the first place never occurred to me).  I even told God "You can't be telling me this 

because you don't believe in women preaching - which was something I had been brought up to 

believe.  And I sat down in a bit of a panic to thumb through the New Testament and prove to God 

that this was not his idea for me.  Well, fortunately I couldn't find my proof-text (it is there, I just 

missed it), and that sobered me.  And then I did what I should have done from the first: I checked 

this thing out more thoroughly. I studied the whole tenor of Scripture and the nuances of the proof-

text, and I had my mind changed.  I wish I could say I always approached God's surprises in that 

frame of mind.  I'm sure that like Jonah my instinct is to run away from what doesn't fit with my 

familiar pattern of how God should be and how he should ask us to be. 

Jonah, that every-man figure, was a runner-away.  And though he did turn back and do what God 

had asked, he had not become a plaster-saint.  He still had his human instincts and reactions to live 

with.  So what should we do when God asks us to change our reactions, to give more and accept 

more than we want to?   What did Jesus do? 

Read Mark 14:32-42 

Jesus prayed.  He told it as it was in his prayer.  God is never impressed when we pretend with him 

or with ourselves, because he knows the truth anyway.  Jesus asked God, if possible, to take away 

the impossibly hard thing he was asked to do.  It was a thing which he knew was right, a thing 

which he had chosen to do for us, but up until this moment there had always been the possibility, at 



least in theory, that he might be able to turn away from it, that it might not happen as he knew that 

now it would.  And in the moment when there was no turning back, it suddenly seemed too hard to 

bear.  Jesus asked God to take it away.  In doing that, of course he was in prayer.  He was in God's 

presence in a very conscious way.  And being in God's presence is what gives us the courage to do 

what is asked, to bear what is given, to face what we fear.  And so he ends his prayer with the 

famous words, "Yet not what I want, but what you want." 

If he hadn't prayed that way, the outcome doesn't bear thinking about.  We are never told what 

would have happened, and we don't know how things would have ended if Jesus had gone to hide 

that Thursday evening: whether he would have come to the same point again later on, or whether 

we would never have heard of him at all.  We don't know, because in this as in so much, Jesus gave 

us the best example of how to act when God asks something of us which we don't like; when God 

shows us how he is working and we find it hard to square with our own self-interest.  "Not what I 

want, but what you want." 

Not what I want but what you want for my life, for the lives of my children and grand-children, for 

my neighbours.  Not what I want but what You want in worship, in outreach, in the way time and 

energy and money is spent.  Not what I want but what you want for the life of the village, of the  

nation, for the life of the church.  Not what I want, but what you want when God turns up with more 

mercy than we have, more love than we can muster, more forgiveness than we think is right and 

fair. 

If we lived our lives that way, how much more we could do, how much more we could see God do, 

in the advancement of his Kingdom. 

Amen 


